The Heart of the Matter:  The Christian’s Attitude

Lesson 13:  Attitudes Toward Death

1. Death:  The Natural End of Life

Ideally, the end of earthly life is the beginning of eternal fellowship in the very presence of God.  It is not an end but a transition from a lower form of existence to a higher form.  As such, death should not be feared but eagerly anticipated.  So, what’s the problem?  What makes death the horrible, dreaded event that it is?  

Several factors make it so.  First, God has instilled within each of the instinct of survival.  We simply are programmed to live, and we will fight to preserve ourselves at almost any cost.  If not for this strong instinct, we would surrender too easily to the hardships of earthly life.

Second, the physical process of expiring can be arduous and unpleasant.  We fear the pain and suffering we may have to endure as life draws to an end.

Third, dying is a new experience; you can’t “practice” it.  Anything new carries the anxiety of the unknown.  Also, we only have a sketchy explanation of the nature of existence beyond death.  We  “cross the Jordan” totally on the basis of faith.

Fourth, death is the ultimate goodbye.  The dying leave loved ones behind, and the living must say a painful farewell to those who have meant so much to them in this life.  For these and other reasons, death is a grievous reality of life.  

2. Death and Sin

But the greatest source of dread when contemplating death is the existence of sin.  Paul said, “The sting of death is sin, and the strength of sin is the law” (1 Cor 15:56).  Paul here says that the “sting” of death, the element that is most painful and hurtful, is due to sin.  Sin is what puts our eternal welfare in jeopardy; it raises doubt, makes us feel unworthy, causes us to fret over and be repelled by the prospect of dying.  

But how is law the “strength of sin”?  “Sin is not imputed when there is no law” (Rom 5:13).  Conversely, sin is imputed when there is law, because all men will violate law (Rom 3:9, 23).  Thus “as many as are of the works of the law are under the curse ... But that no one is justi-fied by the law in the sight of God is evident” (Gal 3:10-11).  

On the basis of law only, all men are sinners and the death of each one registers a victory for Satan.  Consequently, fear of death held men in bondage so long as law alone ruled over man (Heb 2:15).

3. Free from Law; Free from Sin

The “good news,” the gospel of Jesus Christ, is summarized in this:  God has made available another way besides law alone for man to be in fellowship with Him.  This way is the way of faith, the attitude of love and submission to God that secures forgiveness for the transgres-sions of law.  It is expressed in the recognition of His Son as Savior, in conforming to His character, in devotion of life to the One who died for us.

It is this all-encompassing word “faith,” which stands in opposition to “law,” that removes the dread of sin and of death.

1) “But now the righteousness of God apart from the law is revealed ... even the righteousness of God which is through faith in Jesus Christ to all and on all who believe” (Rom 3:21-22).


2) “Therefore we conclude that a man is jus-tified by faith apart from the deeds of the law” (Rom 3:28).

3) “Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us ... For if there had been a law given which could have given life, truly righteousness would have been by the law” (Gal 3:13, 21).

4) “Inasmuch then as the children have par-taken of flesh and blood, He Himself likewise shared in the same, that through death He might destroy him who had the power of death, that is, the devil, and release those who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage” (Heb 2:14-15).

5) “The sting of death is sin, and the strength of sin is the law.  But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 15:56-57).

4. The Christian’s Perspective on Death 

For those who come to have genuine confidence in salvation by grace through faith (Eph 2:8), the fear of dying that comes from uncertainty and guilt is conquered.  Paul is an inspiring ex-ample of this attitude:  “For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain.  But if I live on in the flesh, this will mean fruit from my labor; yet what I shall choose I cannot tell.  For I am hard pressed between the two, having a desire to depart and be with Christ, which is far better.  Nevertheless to remain in the flesh is more needful for you” (Ph 1:21-24).

Further, the Christian cultivates a desire to be in heaven and away from the pain, suffering, loss, disappointment and all the other unsavory characteristics of living in a world dominated by sin.  Thus Paul says, “We are confident, yes, well pleased rather to be absent from the body and to be present with the Lord” (2 Cor 5:8).

5. Death Is Not To Be Chosen

Someone might accuse Christians of  being less than committed to earthly life because of their heavenly hopes.  Some mentally unbalanced people have even killed their children on the pre-tense of “sending them to heaven.”  But Christians, though looking forward to life hereafter, are fiercely devoted to the preservation of life.  This grows out of our respect for God who gives life and who alone has the prerogative to take it away.  Christians should be opposed to euthanasia, assisted suicide, abortion and other forms of unlawful death.  

When death comes, we have every reason to be confident and assured of God’s providential care.  But we are not to seek death or a premature end of life.  We should not recklessly court death on the mistaken notion that we can “go live with Jesus.”  Jesus expects us to live ac-cording to His purposes and serve Him faithfully.  If God decides that our life not run its full course, as in the case of the prophet John or Stephen or the apostle James, then that is His end of the stick.  May we humbly and confidently accept His will whatever it may be.  
6. The Hope of Resurrection

As time and circumstance slowly but inevitably erode earthly hopes and dreams, the child of God embraces more strongly the prospect of resurrection from the dead.  The idea of contin-ued existence coupled with the raising and transforming of the body runs counter to all our earthly experience.  At this point we must lean most heavily upon the revelation of God.

Paul said, “Therefore we do not lose heart.  Even though our outward man is perishing, yet the inward man is being renewed day by day” (2 Cor 4:16).  Part of that daily renewal is the growing confidence that death is not the end but the beginning of our existence, for nothing in this world can possibly compare to eternity in the presence of God.

Questions for Discussion

1. What moral principle results when the idea of resurrection is rejected (1 Cor 15:32)?

2. In the 23rd Psalm, did David say he would not fear death?  Where did his strength lie?

3. Describe Paul’s confidence when facing death in 2 Tim 4:6-8.

4. Discuss some wrong ways in which people try to deal with the possibility of dying.

The problem didn’t begin with death.  It began farther back than death.  It began with sin which injected into us, death.  But sin has been dealt with.  And the law which was used by sin to kill us (Rom. 7:8, 13) has been satisfied by the finished work of Jesus Christ.  And while sin was powerful and death was universal, the Lord God was on our side!  And his lovely Prince, the Lord Jesus Christ, was representing us.  We weren’t left alone to wrestle with what turned out to be too powerful for us.  We were given the victory, we didn’t earn it!





(Jim McGuiggan, Commentary on First Corinthians, pp. 204-205)








